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ABSTRACT:
This thesis considers the potential of grief and mourning to foster meaningful engagement with
global ecological crises. I explore this potential through my own studio practice, positioning
artworks and creative processes as vehicles for articulating collective experiences of loss,
anxiety, and bereavement. To create these artworks, I draw from scientific knowledge, regional
folkways, geologic history, and intergenerational experience with an emphasis on local culture.
By forming sustained confrontations with the negative emotions of ecological destruction and
loss, I advocate for the acceptance of grief as a reality of our time and as a possible means of
imagining different ways of being in a permanently transformed world.
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I. Grief Without End
In early spring I went for a walk in the hilly forest that slopes behind my childhood home.
Above the vivid green of honeysuckle, the tree branches were still and bare. To my youthful
imagination the expanse of these woods seemed to contain worlds. However, on this walk, I
could see through the thin veil of the tree line where empty Kentucky farmland extends on all
sides toward the horizon. Much has changed since I was a child.
I found myself back in the woods of my childhood suddenly and unexpectedly in the
spring of 2020 when the coronavirus pandemic sent most of the world into an emergency
lockdown. In the days prior, I had thrown what I needed in my car and headed south in an
attempt to escape the fast-growing epicenter in New York. Of course, the virus had already
reached the place where I was headed. It was spreading across my county before I even arrived.
In this instance, I was forced to reckon with the cognitive dissonance that sometimes arises when
we try to conceive of global crises—the flawed, paradoxical assumption that somehow,
something that is affecting every part of the world can’t reach us; or at least, won’t reach us
anytime soon.
The fragmented woods in my backyard are a textbook example of a phenomenon called
ecosystem decay. Species that are isolated or confined to areas smaller than their natural ranges
decrease in diversity and population, become genetically weakened, and are more vulnerable to
environmental changes. In these compromised habitats, invasive species swiftly establish a
foothold and can transform the landscape beyond recognition. When I was a child, the forest was
a tapestry of evergreen, grass green, emerald green, and sage green accented by red, violet, gold,
fuchsia, and indigo. This spring, as I looked out over the understory, the monochrome of
invasive honeysuckle was almost unnerving. Many of the trees were laced with the trails of
1

emerald ash borers, a voracious bark beetle likely to push all native ash trees to extinction.
Below the dormant canopy, I began to feel a growing tension of not knowing what was alive and
what was dead.
As an eco-artist I have become literate in the research of environmental biology and am
well informed of the various ecological crises of our current epoch—what experts and cultural
theorists are calling the Anthropocene. Through my training as a painter and draftsman, I have
tried to develop the uncanny aesthetic to pictorially describe the altered environments we inhabit
in this “age of humans.” Yet, as I stood in the familiar dying woods of the place where I grew up,
a place I had come seeking solace, I was struck by the reality of existing in this altered world in a
newly personal and emotional way. I was bereft.
Aldo Leopold wrote that “One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives
alone in a world of wounds. Much of the damage inflicted on land is quite invisible to laymen.
An ecologist must either harden his shell and make believe that the consequences of science are
none of his business, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks of death in a community that
believes itself well and does not want to be told otherwise.” 1
Many research biologists working in human impacted environments, from coral reefs to
arctic habitats, are suffering a distinctive kind of melancholy called ecological grief. While some
scientists are opening up about their experiences through online platforms and support groups
within their institutions, others are hesitant. In an interview with the Guardian, marine biologist
Steve Simpson described this reluctance: “We come back from our field seasons increasingly
broken. You can either think: I can’t do this, I’m going to have to change the science I do; or you
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might try to internalize all the pain you feel. Lots of scientists do the latter—they feel we should
be objective and robust, not at the mercy of our emotions.” 2
Even as awareness about the emotional toll of environmental work has grown,
testimonies of grief rarely find expression in academic journals or research papers. Because of an
adherence to neutral and objective language, it can be difficult to grasp through scientific
discourse alone what catastrophes like the climate crisis may mean for the world, our societies,
and our own lives. Again, a cognitive dissonance arises between what we “know” about global
climate change, and our ability to relate it to our personal experience.
Consequently, even as knowledge of the climate crisis becomes widespread, our society
continues to defer meaningful action and operates, more or less, business-as-usual. This
behavioral incongruence and impulse to avoid the negative emotions associated with ecological
crises, despite awareness and understanding of such issues, constitutes a form of collective
denial. We are as Leopold described, “a community that believes itself well and does not want to
be told otherwise.” Yet, I argue that it is not the ecologists who must be the doctors of our
communities, for that is not the task of science. It is the task of cultural workers.
Wendell Berry identifies our inability to engage with seemingly abstract, global problems
as a “discrepancy between what modern humans presume to know and what they can imagine.” 3
Breaching this gap of imagination has been the impetus of my practice as an ecological artist.
My own work is informed by the artists and theorists working on the margins of science,
political activism, and especially, grief. In her essay, “Auguries of Elegy”, artist Jessica Marion
Barr describes the generative potential of grieving as an act of political and social resistance: “To
be clear, this melancholic focus on death is not meant to be morbidly paralyzing—it is meant to
2
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energize and galvanize the survivors; in a sense, it is actually hopeful, driven by the vision of a
future in which these wrongs have been righted. In its drive toward social and ecological justice,
the deliberate and ethically motivated melancholia I am advocating moves us toward collectivity
and action.” 4 This politically engaged mourning is exemplified by the work of Colombian artist,
Doris Salcedo, whose sculptures and installations honor the victims of political violence in spite
of state efforts to erase their stories and traumas. Similarly, Maya Lin’s memorial works refuse
to let the collective tragedies of war and ecocide be forgotten by creating physical and virtual
spaces for reflection and remembrance. In my own work I use this kind of “ethical melancholia”
as a way of imagining the devastation of nonhuman life and asserting its right to be
commemorated. Like Salcedo, who sees the tragedy of civil war as “a single, continuous event” 5,
I consider the unresolvable grief of ongoing ecological crises of which the worst effects are still
yet to come.
My early research into issues of ecological grief culminated in The Red List. This project
became a meditation on the impending loss of non-human species, of which 27% are faced with
extinction. In the scientific community this event, considered to be the sixth mass extinction in
Earth’s history, is monitored by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). The
organization assesses and catalogs known species according to their endangerment status in an
index called the IUCN Red List. Because this index is typically utilized by conservation
biologists and policymakers, its significance is limited to its pragmatic use as a research tool.
To convey the tragic scope and totality of global-scale biodiversity and species loss, I
transformed this index by writing the name of each endangered species in red ink. This repetitive
gesture became an exercise of contemplation, keeping the alarming threat of non-human death
4
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present in the mind while creating a textual monument to the thousands of species lingering on
the edge of extinction. Ultimately, The Red List may serve as a preemptive memorial by which
many, if not all, currently endangered species will come to be remembered.

Figure 1. The Red List, ink on translucent vellum, 2019.

In a similar vein of anticipatory grief, my series Warm Empty Sky traces the chronology
of past and future bird extinctions. At the time of writing this thesis, the IUCN listed 159
anthropogenic bird extinctions; however, one stands above the rest in our cultural imagination—
the passenger pigeon. Thought to be the most abundant bird in the world, a single flock of
passenger pigeons could number in the billions. Historic accounts describe flocks so numerous
5

that the skies would darken for hours or even days as they passed over. Such sightings may have
been common. Named Ectopistes migratorius, or “wandering migrant,” passenger pigeons
moved continually throughout the eastern forests of North America, perhaps including the one I
played in as a child. Despite their seemingly inexhaustible numbers, deforestation and intensive
hunting driven by industrialization led to the near extinction of the passenger pigeon by the end
of the 19th century. The last individual, Martha, died in captivity in 1914. This loss became one
of the most mythologized of the American landscape and is a testament to the scale and
efficiency of human destruction. In commemoration of the
passenger pigeon, Aldo Leopold remarked, “For one
species to mourn the death of another is a new thing under
the sun.” 6
Far from new in our present century, dwindling
bird populations indicate that an immense number of
future extinctions may be inevitable. In a study published
Figure 2. Portrait of Martha, graphite powder
on paper, 2018.

in 2019 researchers found that 3 billion birds have
disappeared from the skies of North America since 1970. 7

This rapid decrease in individual birds is alarming in and of itself, yet scientists warn this decline
may result in a wave of extinctions, one that could repeat the tragedy of the passenger pigeon
hundreds of times over. Though 159 bird extinctions have been confirmed over the past 500
years, some estimate that due to climate change, agricultural chemicals, and habitat destruction,
more than 1,000 bird species could go extinct over the course of the 21st century alone. 8
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8
Mitchell, “The 1,300 Bird Species Facing Extinction.”
6
7

6

To enumerate this catastrophic loss of life, I created hundreds of drawings of bird feet,
one for each of the species that are projected to go extinct. Each drawing is about 5”x7” inches in
size, evoking the historicity of a photograph. I emphasize this historical aesthetic through the
process of erasure. By lifting pigment from a ground of loose graphite powder, I give these
drawings a faded, ghost-like quality. Though intended to be similar in appearance, each drawing
is unique. This seemingly repetitious imagery, presented as a grid, is evocative of the systematic
and indiscriminate erasure of non-human life in the 21st century.

Figure 3. Erasures, graphite powder on paper, 2019.

One question I kept coming back to while making this series was—if a study had not
revealed that 3 billion birds had disappeared in 5 decades, would we have noticed? Shifting
baseline syndrome is a form of amnesia in which current environmental conditions are only
considered within a narrow timeframe. This explains how our generation’s experience of the
world, in which extinctions are occurring at 100-1,000 times the background rate, can still be
perceived as normal. When considering the strange, almost mythological idea of wild pigeons
7

blotting out the sun, I wondered if the migrating birds of our own time would become similarly
strange to future generations. If this looming collapse of life on Earth is realized, what will the
skies look like in the next century?
In an attempt to visualize a future world transformed by climate change and mass
extinction, I rendered a series of skyscapes based on photographs taken from airplane windows.
This distant, human-engineered perspective evokes the deep sense of alienation that may become
normalized in a post-extinction world. Referencing the genre of early American and European
landscape paintings, these skyscapes recall the terror of the sublime, depicting a future in which
humans are vulnerable to a hostile and indifferent nature.

Figure 4. Inverted Sky, graphite powder on vellum, 2019 ; Figure 5. Carbon Sky II, graphite
powder on vellum, 2019.

By connecting the narratives of past, present, and future extinctions, I attempt to expand
our ecological memory and emphasize the extraordinary potency of the present moment. Barr
argues the expression of this sustained, “proleptic mourning” may have a powerful ability to shift
our current trajectory: “I believe we can change the picture, but only if we recognize there is a
problem. Ecologically elegiac artworks attempt this intervention, providing a new and often
8

horrible view—one that might make us feel in such a way that we cannot help but act to prevent
the apocalyptic visions we are seeing. ” 9 By expressing pain for what is not yet lost, works of
proleptic mourning create the imperative to bring about a different future.
This imperative is not as straightforward as it may seem and carries its own emotional
complexities. To avoid the future we are now headed towards, we must let go of the future we
had previously hoped for. Lesley Head explains that in addition to grieving the living world
around us, we must grieve for the idea of the modern self. This means admitting the disastrous
failure of modernist progress narratives, abandoning the delusional optimism of infinite
economic growth, and letting go of the unfounded belief in a world of unlimited possibility.
A year of upheaval brought about by Covid-19 has highlighted the inherent
vulnerabilities, structural inequalities, and instability that has always characterized our modern
systems. There was nothing assured, nothing normal about our pre-pandemic circumstances;
thus, even if the virus is eradicated, there is no “normal world” for us to go back to. However,
Head points out that “The modern dream of wealth—‘the twentieth century that looked like it
was here for good’—is so contingent and short lived in the context of human history that we
have many capacities to do otherwise, as many societies across the world continue to
demonstrate.” 10 To meaningfully confront the challenges of our imperiled world, we must look
beyond the one-directional narrative of linear progress to imagine new temporalities and ways of
being. For a different perspective, I return to a region that has learned to live intimately with
grief and has long been derided as “out of time.”

9
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II. The Ecology of Home
Once, out of curiosity, I searched for my hometown on Google Earth. As I zoomed in and
the state lines of Kentucky started to appear, I noticed a cluster of pale dots along the eastern
border. As I zoomed in further these small, strange pockmarks in the evergreen mountains grew
almost incomprehensibly large—larger than the neighboring towns and mountain hollers and
even larger than the mid-size town I grew up in. Eventually, these abstract satellite images
became something painfully recognizable—they were the obliterated mountaintops of mountaintop
removal coal mining.
Strategically concealed behind mountain ridges, yet visible from space, these scars of the
Appalachian landscape reveal the link between global and localized destruction. They represent
the nexus of social, economic, and environmental injustices that have literally fueled our systems
of modernization. My current work stems from the critical realization that to confront an
ecological crisis of planetary scope, we must follow it to its root, zoom in, and look closely.
When Appalachian coal seams were discovered in the late 1800’s, extractive industries
moved quickly to buy up land and subterranean mineral rights. Through vast land ownership,
which ensured an economic monopoly, coal companies were free to extract and export the
region’s natural resources while dangerously exploiting their laborers. Cycles of unionization
and de-unionization were as common and repetitive as the boom and bust cycle, culminating
infamously in Logan County, West Virginia. In the Battle of Blair Mountain, which is still the
largest labor uprising in American history, thousands of miners clashed with armed
strikebreakers and forces of the U.S. National Guard. As a show of solidarity in the struggle for
workers’ rights, many miners wore red bandanas around their necks. This gesture was
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subsequently co-opted and weaponized by the coal bosses, leading to the pejorative use of the
term “redneck”.
Since the 20th century union wars, the stereotyping of mountain people as rednecks,
hicks, yokels, and hillbillies still operates as a means of social disenfranchisement and
environmental exploitation. Cultural critic and Kentucky native bell hooks explains, “In order to
justify dehumanizing coal mining practices, the imperial capitalist world of big business has to
make it appear that the plant and human life that is under attack has no value. It is not difficult to
see the link between the engrained stereotypes about mountain folk (hillbillies), especially those
who are poor, representations that suggest that these folks are depraved, ignorant, evil, licentious,
and the prevailing belief that there is nothing worth honoring, worth preserving about their habits
of being, their culture.” 11
In the process of industrialization, the unique folkways and knowledge systems that once
connected mountain residents to the land were cast as outmoded, “backwards,” and misaligned
with the national ideology of progress. To make way for a culture of consumerism and cheaply
acquire the fossil fuels needed to power it, the people and hills of eastern Kentucky were written
off as a necessary sacrifice.
In contrast to what hooks labels the “imperial white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” of
the giant fossil fuel industries, I find inspiration, and resistance, in the simple subsistence
lifestyle of my maternal great-grandmother. She was in many ways, a typical mountain woman:
strong, resourceful, principled, and well acquainted with hard work and grief. On a modest
homestead in the hills of Tyner, Kentucky, my great-grandparents raised nine children in a threebedroom farmhouse they built themselves. The family lived off the land, subsisting on the
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tobacco they sold and the crops and livestock they raised for food. My great-grandmother saved
everything, from the perennial flower bulbs she planted in the spring to the buttons and thread
she salvaged from worn out clothes. Nothing was wasted because everything could, and needed
to be, used again. This elegant, now nearly extinct, ethic of thrift and reuse is most beautifully
represented in my great-grandmother’s quilts. Though sewn from rags for a practical need, the
artistry of her quilt-making was held to a standard of perfection, for these would become her
material legacy.
Unlike the transitory and cyclical work of farming and domestic labor, quilt-making was
an act of creation made to last; an archive of people, times, and places preserved for future
generations. In the 1907 novel, Aunt Jane of Kentucky, the title character reflects on the meaning
of quilt-making in the typical scope of “women’s work”:
“I’ve been a hard worker all my life,” she said, seating herself and folding her hands
restfully, “but ‘most all my work has been the kind that ‘perishes with the usin’,’ as the Bible
says. That’s the discouragin’ thing about a woman’s work…I’ve always had the name o’ bein’ a
good housekeeper, but when I’m dead and gone there ain’t anybody goin’ to think o’ the floors
I’ve swept, and the tables I’ve scrubbed, and the old clothes I’ve patched and the stockin’s I’ve
darned… But when one o’ my grandchildren or great-grandchildren sees one o’ these quilts,
they’ll think about Aunt Jane, and, wherever I am then, I’ll know I ain’t forgotten.” 12
Though I never met my great-grandmother, I am intimately familiar with the quilts that
were placed on my bed when I was a child, bringing warmth and comfort through the
generations. When I study the meticulous stitchwork, all done by hand, and the rhythmic beauty
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of worn-out cloth my great-grandmother masterfully transformed, I am reminded that I come
from a lineage of artists.
My project, Matrilineal Thread, commemorates the difficult, often ephemeral labor of
agrarian women and the ethic of ecological stewardship their hard work sustained. Drawing
inspiration from the enduring beauty of heirloom quilts, I created a gridded patchwork of
embroidered magnolia leaves. Through the meditative act of stitching each leaf, I translate the
tedium of “women’s work” into a ritual of ecological and cultural recollection. Though the
quilts that were passed down to me offer some reminder of traditional mountain life, decades of
industrialism and extraction have driven the world of my great-grandparents to near extinction.
In addition to grieving the loss of non-human species and environments, I memorialize the
cultural values that imagined these species and environments as part of a sacred homeplace.

Figure 4. Matrilineal Thread, magnolia leaves, quilting thread, wood, 2021..
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To symbolize the impermanence of agrarian life and culture, I intended for these threaded
leaves to eventually wilt and disintegrate; however, the process of piercing each leaf hundreds of
times rendered a different effect. With the reinforcement of thread, these leaves dried and
hardened, becoming stronger and more resilient. I came to understand this unexpected result as a
metaphor with a different meaning.
“Is it possible to hold all the grief in the world and not get crushed by it?” asked Jo
Confino in response to the alarming statistics of global ecocide. 13 It turns out that, like the pierce
of a needle, the pain of loss can have a fortifying effect. This is exemplified by the grief and
resilience that defined much of my great-grandmother’s life. Through family stories, I’m
reminded of my eldest great aunt who died in infancy from scarlet fever. The pain of losing her
first child was no doubt a grief my great-grandmother carried for many years. My greatgrandfather also passed away prematurely, leaving her widowed in middle age; yet, she carried
on, raising her children and tending the land herself until her death. In stories told about my
great-grandmother’s life, she is described by all accounts as a strong woman. Through my work I
look to remember the grief and loss that for her became a way of life, for this is the kind of
strength we will require in the 21st century.
To display the patchwork of leaves I built a traditional quilting frame. Though most
modern quilting is done by machine, the traditional art of hand quilting was a social and
collaborative activity. Once the center of rural feminine communities, neighbors, friends, and
relatives gathered around quilting frames to share sewing skills and stories. This communal labor
bonded women in a culture that was largely patriarchal and was also a way of preserving local
memory. As the writer, farmer, and environmentalist Wendell Berry has long advocated, the
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preservation of local environments is dependent on the preservation of the local community:
“The problem of sustainability is simple enough to state. It requires that the fertility cycle of
birth, growth, maturity, death, and decay—what Albert Howard called ‘the Wheel of Life’—
must turn continuously in place, so that the law of return is kept and nothing is wasted. For this
to happen in the stewardship of humans, there must be a cultural cycle, in harmony with the
fertility cycle, also continuously turning in place. The cultural cycle is an unending conversation
between old people and young people, assuring the survival of local memory, which has, as long
as it remains local, the greatest practical urgency and value. This is what is meant, and is all that
can be meant, by ‘sustainability.’” 14
The prevailing logic of linear progress may dismiss this continuous cycle as archaic and
provincial; however, local knowledge can be surprisingly transportive. I learned as a child that if
you study the earth of one spot closely enough, the memory of a place can stretch back to the
farthest edge of the imagination.
Past the woods behind my childhood home is a creek where my sister and I used to play.
In the shallow water we’d collect creek rocks that looked like dented clams, pretending they
were seashells in an imaginary ocean. These peculiar rocks were actually fossilized brachiopods,
which are some of the oldest fossils found in Kentucky. During the Middle Ordovician Period—
around 430 million years ago—the region that is now the continental United States was
submerged under a tropical ocean where brachiopods were the primary reef builders. To our
surprise, the pretend ocean in our backyard turned out to be real. In the flow of the creek water,

14
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the cloven shells of these ancient ocean reefs surfaced once again in another, deeper kind of
cyclical turning.

Figure 5. Time and Place, fossilized brachiopods, 2020.

Sustainability is also contingent on this cycle continuously turning in place. Due to the
mining industry, many of Kentucky’s fossil beds have been exported, combusted, and
rematerialized in the atmosphere. As this displacement continues to warm the climate, the future
livability of our home, along with much of the planet, is in jeopardy. Growing heat and humidity
are bringing about tropical conditions to rival the seas of the Ordovician. Across the southeastern
United States, dangerous “wet-bulb” temperatures are being recorded with increasing frequency.
When high humidity and heat reach a threshold of 35°C (95°F), sweating becomes ineffective at
lowering body temperature. In these conditions, humans and other mammals can die of heat
exposure in a matter of hours. Along with the many native species that are at risk of extinction,
the childhood I spent outdoors in the wilderness of Kentucky may be among the last of its kind.
16

Deep ecologist Joanna Macy reflects, “It has always been assumed, as an integral part of
human experience, that the work of our hands and heads and hearts would live on through those
who came after us, walking on the same earth beneath the same sky. Plagues, wars, and personal
death have always taken place within that wider context, the assurance of continuity. Now we
have lost the certainty that we will have a future. I believe that this loss, felt at some level of
consciousness by everyone…is the pivotal psychological reality of our time.” 15
The journal Climatic Change recently published the first empirical study about the issue
of reproduction in the age of climate change. Of the 607 participants surveyed, 96.5% said they
were “very” or “extremely concerned” about the welfare of their children in a future impacted by
climate change. 16 In light of worsening conditions and bleak projections, many people are
deciding to forego having children at all.
My project Funeral for Green acknowledges the pervasive anxiety about the world our
children will inherit and the uncertain survival of future generations. To articulate this imminent
and collective grief, I draw inspiration from the fictional anguish of James Still’s classic novel,
River of Earth. Set in eastern Kentucky during the years of the Great Depression, Still’s novel
follows a young mountain family as they choose between the constancy of subsistence farming
and the uncertain promise of life in the coal camps. Predisposed by malnutrition, their youngest
child, Green, dies of croup and is buried on the family’s temporary homestead. To mourn the
loss of her child, the mother, Alpha, decorates a small tree near his grave with hollowed
eggshells. Soon after the funeral, the father, Brack, announces that he has rented a house in the
company town of a recently reopened mine. Not wanting to leave the place where the baby is
buried, Alpha replies, “Nigh we get our roots planted, we keep pulling them up and planting in
15
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furrin ground… Moving is an abomination. Thar’s a sight of things I hate to leave here. I hate to
leave my egg tree I set so much time and patience on. Reckon it’s my egg tree holding me.” 17

17
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Funeral for Green reimagines this gesture of maternal grief to mourn the future we
envisioned for our world, our homes, and our families. In this version, the egg tree is suspended
with its roots exposed, signifying the erosion of place and our consequential alienation from the
natural world. I hung the eggshells with scraps of thread and buttons that my great-grandmother
saved from worn-out clothes. Though the egg tree of River of Earth expresses a fictional grief,
the pain of losing a child was my great-grandmother’s lived experience. By incorporating
fragments from her life, I link her personal grief to the imminent and collective grief we will
suffer for the generations to come.
Though the risks and losses we face from crises of mass extinction and climate change
are immense, this is not to say that we should give into despair. My great-grandmother bore an
enormous pain, but it did not break her. By accepting the loss of the world we love and the future
we expected, we are presented with a future of open-ended possibility. Though the egg tree in
River of Earth was created as a mourning ritual, egg trees were originally an Easter tradition and
are more commonly associated with resurrection, fertility, and new beginnings.
In Still’s novel, the family eventually relocates to the coal camps, and their rural
homestead is sold to a timber company. Unable to go back, they must depend on the unreliable
employment of the mines and face the reality of an uncertain future. To placate his wife, Brack
returns to the homestead to retrieve the egg tree and plants it in the yard of the family’s rented
house.
The destructive path of industrial modernization has made it equally impossible for us to
turn back. Not long ago, I visited the farmhouse where my great-grandparents lived. On the
empty grass-covered lawn, some of my relatives could still point out where the barn once stood,
where the garden was planted, and where the milk cow used to graze. But it is hard to imagine.

19

With the loss of generational knowledge and the declining health of the land, it is perhaps
impossible to replicate. Instead, like the fragile egg tree that was carried into the coal camps, we
must carry the grief of what we have lost into the uncertainty of the future.

20
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